The transformations taking place in consumers' behaviour, brought on by the growing importance attributed to intangible elements in purchasing decisions, induce the different places of purchase, gravitating to the area (urban or rural), to enhance the intangible components of its marketing system. This article examines the way the different commercial centres are responding to the need for intangible consumer products. In particular, we will examine the case of the city of Pescara.
Large Out-of-Town Shopping Complexes and Intangible Consumption
The transformations taking place in consumers' orientation and behaviour, brought on by the growing importance that the latter attribute to intangible and symbolic elements in their purchasing decisions, have triggered a process of modernisation of the Italian commercial system. There has been intense growth and innovation in the field of so-called modern retailing, with the emergence of a vast range of structures and complexes, in which shops coexist with other type of activity (commercial services, culture, knowledge, entertainment, hospitality, leisure time). Commercial areas develop different forms of specialisation and supply, generating new forms of aggregation and different types of attraction for increasingly demanding consumers. Recurrent situations have 'standardised' the main types of integrated commercial activities now to be found: for example, shopping malls, multiplex cinemas 1 , factory outlets, etc.
The high level of dynamism that currently characterises these centres of consumption is reflected in the birth of new retail formats, which propose constantly evolving consumption and leisure time models, most of which are located in the suburbs or right outside the town, often generating significant territorial polarity.
Often, innovative retail formulae originate from the transformation of traditional shopping centres. When the phenomenon of the implosion of retail and entertainment is very strong in the latter, it becomes necessary to redefine the way the centres are used, as they are becoming increasingly similar to amusement parks. For example, this is the case of the so-called shopping and leisure centres, a formula that is halfway between a shopping centre and a theme park, where it is the services and the entertainment facilities (restaurants, multiplex cinema, fitness centre, entertainment activities) rather than the traditional shops that attract the consumer. In the new integrated retail structures, changes are taking place in what was for a long time the anchor of the shopping centre; it was traditionally the supermarket, but is now tending to be identified more with activities/services of an intangible nature (cinemas, fitness centres, entertainment, food court, etc.) (Wolf 1999) .
Ultimately, the configuration developed by these innovative retail formats has a dual function, which is both instrumental (shopping for something) and hedonistic (shopping around), attenuating the differences between the two. It embraces both routine purchasing (usually at a hypermarket) and more symbolic purchasing (in specialist stores), right down to leisure activities, linked to the consumption of services or just strolling. Shopping complexes become places where the individual can not only purchase goods but also pass his free time and satisfy his desire for amusement. The playful component that many large shopping complexes introduce when they propose various types of attractions, adjacent to and intermingled with the retail spaces, blends perfectly with the post-modern consumer's desire and search for pleasure, and offers him a familiar place to consume assets, spend time and gratify his emotions. Large retail centres thus come to resemble museums or theme parks, and can be considered leisure complexes like the latter (Ahtola, 1985) .
If the basic lever that made it possible to increase the flow of visitors to conventional shopping complexes (shopping malls in particular) has traditionally been their size, which offered all visitors a wide variety of goods to choose between, now the basic competitive variables in which to invest lie primarily in the enhancement of the space in which the purchasing and consumption experience takes place (Schmitt 1999; Schmitt, Vrotsos 2003) , by proposing a heterogeneous mix of elements (services, activities) with a specifically intangible content, which together satisfy new demands from the public, linked to leisure time, cultural consumption, physical well-being, etc.
To be precise, we could say that today the attraction of these centres is not determined by the tangible aspect of the products available there so much as by a system of intangible determinants on which the consumption experience is founded. We can break it down into two sub-systems: one that comprises the intangible contents of additional elements that contribute to the overall supply system (this refers to the presence of well-being centres, food courts, cinemas, etc.); and another that comprises intangible product components, which typically embody the brand (for example, the presence of products from well-known brands), design (the presence of products with a particular design), and before and after-sale services (Brondoni 2010b) .
Regarding this sub-system of intangible components, it appears evident that today, when the consumer decides to purchase a product, rather than assessing the physical prerogatives associated with it, he attributes a decisive role to the various intangible attributes that combine to define it. In other words, what prompts a consumer to visit one point of sale rather than another is often determined by the possibility of finding products from a particular brand or with a particular design, or by the promise of particular before-sales services and/or after sale support.
We can therefore say that the large purpose-built commercial complexes are now becoming the most wide-spread expression of a new paradigm that is taking shape in the commercial world. It is not linked to a specific formula but to an environment, a space in which it is the intangible components of the overall supply system that act as a motor to create value.
In the current age of intangibility, large out-of-town retail centres are acquiring a particular, innovative character: from containers of goods, which are considered primarily for their tangible prerogatives, they are becoming places that favour intangible product components, from purchasing centres to theatres of experience, from simple shopping places to places to spend time, places where people can enjoy their leisure time, taking advantage of new benefits in the field of animation, entertainment, information and knowledge; from places that express forms of traditional commercial exchange to places for economic and social meeting and aggregation, where people can relate to other people, socialise and immerse themselves in a welcoming, familiar environment; from simple spaces that act as a link between production and consumption, to platforms of relationships, where the customer is involved in purchasing experiences that are stimulating and to a certain extent gratifying, which satisfy a wide range of intangible needs for growth, comparison, knowledge, information, socialising, relaxation, entertainment, etc.
Shopping Places in Town Centres and the Intangibility of Consumption
The large out-of-town complexes have responded successfully to the demands of intangible consumption, primarily investing in the creation of contexts where people can enjoy different experiences through the proposal of an integrated range of products, and envisaging activities/services that are inherently intangible, alongside leisure-time facilities, culture, knowledge, physical well-being, etc.
The development of these out-of-town retail hubs could have a physical impact on the commercial fabric existing in the towns themselves, generating a gradual reduction in the commercial importance of spontaneous marketplaces compared to that of purpose-built out-of-town centres. In other words, although the small shops in the town centre often represent a large, strong commercial network that is deeply rooted in the territory, their attraction for local residents and consumers could be imperilled by the threatening presence of large out-of-town shopping centres, which they are unable to face up to because of their small size and the difficulty of finding resources for development.
However, if we look more closely, the small shops in town centres are potentially able to stave off the impact exerted by large retail structures by gradually upgrading the contents of their overall range, which can be achieved by enhancing the intangible attributes rather than only the physical aspects. In other words, if instead of adopting a 'neo-mercantile' logic, which takes the form of investing exclusively in the material/tangible values of supply, shops located in urban areas are able to redefine themselves as places whose products stand out for their intangible characteristics, we will note a revitalisation of urban commerce, an increase in value which, from the individual sales outlets, will have positive repercussions for the entire retail system and, as a result, for the entire urban context.
The activation of advanced policies by commercial structures in urban areas, to develop/enhance the intangibles of consumption and production, can only prove to be a successful approach, in view of the current state of the economic and market environment in which companies operate. In other words, the state of structural oversupply that currently exists in numerous markets, induced on one hand by an overabundance of the products on offer and, on the other, by a substantial saturation of the consumption requirements of demand, has produced a situation in which purchasers today are motivated by the desire to possess a specific product, rather than by the need to acquire any product provided it can meet the individual's primarily basic needs. The elementary use associated with a product (whether an item of clothing, a food product, a car, etc.) is now taken for granted by the consumer, while the presence of intangible attributes of the product, such as the brand, design, the colour, warranty, various services associated to the sale of the asset, etc. become decisive. Basically, when purchasing a product, objective and tangible performance is considered on a par with prerequisites, characteristics that the asset must have, but which do not qualify it any more. What the consumer looks for -and buys -is related increasingly to the intangible element that defines the supply and is expressed in the product intangible assets 2 . Anyway, the shared recognition of the primary role that product intangibles play in consumers' purchasing decision-making processes should induce the management of urban retail establishments to make necessary adaptations to their management policies, which should in fact strive to exploit the intangible assets on which a company's success is founded today. In urban sales outlets it will therefore be necessary to pursue a method of producing value that draws less on tangible elements and increasingly on the significance that the product acquires during the consumption experience, exploiting all the 'soft' components of the supply that contribute in various ways to satisfaction of the demand for intangible aspects of demand. As we mentioned, these may be product intangible assets, but also elements, themselves intangible, that qualify the place where the purchase is made and which satisfy the aesthetic demands of the post-modern consumer in particular. The latter are not identified exclusively with the striving for beauty as an added value of the product (for example, the important role played by design), but also with the demand for an aesthetic value of all acts of consumption. They invest in the 'ambiance' of the places where people purchase and/or consume (i.e. in particular by creating a particularly captivating atmosphere, and the attractive interior design of a place where people consume food or culture, or purchase goods) (Donovan, Rossiter, Marcoolyn, Nesdale, 1994) .
Ultimately, if we start by acknowledging that the aspects linked to the physicality of the product tend to be gradually obscured by its intangible components, we can see that the key to success for the creation of value by commercial companies in the third millennium consists in investing in the intangible assets of products as a whole, shifting attention from exclusively material gratification to some form of cognitive, cultural, emotional and rational gratification.
Enhancing the intangible components of their supply system will help small town centre shops to successfully balance the well-known competitive advantages of large out-of-town shopping centres, such as price, parking and services. And at the same time it will simultaneously dilute the dualistic/confrontational logic between large purpose-built out-of-town complexes and points of sale in town centres, because they are very different shopping spaces, both striving to enhance the intangible determinants of supply.
The revitalisation of trade in the town, which relies on recognition of the important role of intangible supply factors, will certainly have positive repercussions for the town and the population: the town will go back to being part of the lives of the residents-consumers, the preferred location for shared experiences, relations, social life, and a connector of unique experiences. In other words, the revitalisation of the urban areas will be expressed in the enlargement of the catchment basin, accompanied by an increase in the traffic of goods and people in the heart of the town.
If we look closely, this change from what we could call 'traditional' town trade to 'innovative' trade, which relies on intangible assets, could also be significantly 'assisted' by the implementation of systems of town governance that favour interventionist policies designed to create synergies between commercial companies, between companies and institutions, and between commercial companies and other types of enterprise belonging to the same urban context and operating in the context of an intangible consumer economy (Warnaby, Bennison, Davies, Hughes 2004) .
In other words, in the age of the intangible, it is indispensable for commercial companies to overcome sterile and short-sighted individual operating logics and to take on board the concept of a network of relationships, an integrated long-term network. In other words they should prepare to work with a mentality based on the importance attributed to relations with parties (both public and private) operating in the various sectors of culture, knowledge, and entertainment. This will make it possible to develop or boost their respective products in a logic of mutual involvement, and to succeed in composing a systemic and integrated supply, which is able to foster the demand for intangible consumer products in the territory. Joint operation, based on interdependence between parties in the system and on mechanisms of coordination and integration, makes it possible to construct successful 'supply containers' that are able to attract demand flows for intangible consumer products by adopting processes to create and transfer knowledge (Brondoni 2010a).
To this end, the propulsive role performed by town governance in fuelling and sustaining relational and integrational logics between commerce and everything that revolves around intangible consumer economics will be decisive.
Very basically, the governance of our towns in the third millennium, designed to achieve goals of growth, development and the creation of value in the territory, must address the creation of new contexts in which commerce can achieve suitable integration with activities and services, but also with the places earmarked for culture, entertainment and social relations, adopting mechanisms and rules based on coordination and relationships.
In this regard, a new management tool known as Town Centre Management, is already taking hold in numerous foreign countries and is currently being experimented in a number of national Italian towns. It appears to be able to foster the coordinated management of town centres, aiming to exploit/promote the process of integration between commerce and services-culture-animation-entertainment, thanks to the coordinated administration of promotional, managerial and communications policies in urban areas. It also aims to be an innovative model for the organisation of mixed activities in public spaces, and specifically of commercial, craft, service, cultural and entertainment enterprises, which are coordinated and integrated by the town's overall development policy (Tomalin 1997; Tomalin, Pal 1994) .
Out-of-Town Commercial Structures, Urban Commercial Areas and the Intangibility of Consumption. The Case of Pescara
The city of Pescara, which stands at the mouth of the river by the same name, has the largest population of the cities in the Abruzzo region. It can boast a strong commercial tradition. There are numerous small, medium and large retail centres in the urban and out-of-town areas, the larger ones being located mainly in the city suburbs and in neighbouring municipalities.
The goal of this article is to highlight how the peripheral commercial structures and those in the urban area react to the current trend for intangibility in consumption.
Large Out-of-Town Retail Centres in the Pescara Area and the Intangibility of Consumption
Today, in the Pescara area, at a distance of no more than 25 km from the city centre, there are numerous large retail centres which attract huge numbers of visitors, particularly at the weekends.
Our analysis aims to investigate the propensity of these large-size retail structures to implement policies designed to develop intangible consumption, particularly by studying the distribution of the services and the entertainment areas at their interior.
By limiting the investigation to 8 integrated retail structures 3 , the study undertaken has highlighted the existence within each of the facilities investigated of a significant mixture of activities and services which, although very diverse, successfully satisfy the need for intangible consumption.
In greater detail, our analysis revealed that all retail structures invest constantly in the realisation of renewal programmes based on the enhancement/strengthening of the intangible assets in their systems. In this regard, as well as offering a comprehensive range, new services connected to leisure time and various conveniences, they attribute great importance to the architectural aspects, inside and outside the centre, focusing on certain fundamental elements such as: usability, practicality, atmosphere and attractiveness, in order to offer visitors a more comfortable, welcoming environment in which to enjoy their free time.
Where the impact on the territory is concerned, large purpose-built retail centres have encouraged an important process of requalification in the hinterland of the city of Pescara. All around the large areas occupied by the retail centres, a number of residential complexes have sprung up, revitalising parts of the territory that were once deserted. There has also been a significant increase in traffic due to the increased movement of goods and people generated by the retail centres themselves.
Commercial Urban Areas and Intangible Consumption
The city centre of Pescara is relatively modern, having developed after the Second World War 4 . In spite of the economic crisis and the continuous proliferation of large retail centres, commerce in the urban area of Pescara has not been penalised significantly, nor has there been any drastic reduction in traffic flow in the city centre. This might on one hand seem to be due to the type of products sold by many shops in the centre, some of which stand out and differentiate themselves from those offered in the nearby out-of-town purpose-built centres 5 . On the other hand, it could derive from the propensity of individual points of sale to upgrade their products, investing in enhancing their intangible benefits. One significant element in this regard is the attention focused on enhancing the consumption experience inside the individual store. A growing number of points of sale are dedicating particular attention to the atmosphere inside the store, where the ambiance itself promotes the product, and there are also numerous sales outlets that offer options that are not strictly linked to product sales; for example by combining the sale of goods with attractive relaxation and meeting areas. The desire to further boost the value of urban commerce and its capacity to attract, by pursuing a policy of town development linked to investments in intangibility by the activation of mechanisms of collaboration and mutual integration (involving public and private players), has prompted many local administrations to approve the project to implement Town Centre Management in our towns.
The project envisages significant investments in favour of the organisation of events linked to entertainment and animation, and the creation of infrastructure that is closely linked to intangible assets such as information, communication and the use of new technologies.
One aspect that characterises the retail sector in the city of Pescara, which we believe can be a factor behind the activation of coordinated urban development policies to exploit the demand for intangible consumption in the area, is the latter's form widespread ownership. In other words the non-oligopolistic proprietary configuration typical of the retail sector trade in Pescara, simplifies the activation of mechanisms of collaboration and mutual integration. This avenue makes it possible to favour the development of a supply system that emerges from the integration between retail and the economics of intangibles. In this regard, it might be useful to activate or strengthen integration mechanisms between commercial activities and, in particular, the many locations in the municipal territory that could be defines as centres of culture and knowledge, but also of leisure, enjoyment and entertainment. These 'social areas' already play a part in fostering the development of the urban territory, generating a strong attraction of demand flows, by organising important cultural events, but they could further increase their contribution to the creation of value in the city by activating mechanisms and rules based on integration, relations and coordination with commercial activities.
Leasable Area) of between 11,500 and 50,000 sq m, and represent a privileged observatory to investigate the propensity to become centres able to respond positively to the current trend towards intangible consumption, by studying the composition of entertainment services and the main integration dynamics between shopping and entertainment that exist there. 4 This justifies the lack of ancient monuments of architectural treasures from the past in the city centre. One of the most significant historical attractions is the house in Corso Manthoné where the poet Gabriele d'Annunzio was born.
5 For example, in the clothing sector, the boutiques in the city centre offer items from the latest collections of the most prestigious designers, unlike the nearby Factory Outlet Village which offers items that were part of the previous year's collections.
